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Abstract: How to survive and grow has always been a 
serious problem faced by the small and medium sized 
enterprises (SMEs) on a B2B platform. A lot of re-
searches in entrepreneurship field have proved the 
positive effects of entrepreneurial orientation on firms’ 
performance, but few researchers studied how entre-
preneurial orientation influences performance. Based 
on the institutional theory, this paper introduces legi-
timacy and reputation to try to explain how competi-
tive aggressiveness affects SMEs’ performance in a 
B2B environment. Based on the analysis of data from 
400 SMEs on a B2B platform, several interesting 
findings are concluded. Competitive aggressiveness 
has a very significant positive influence on SMEs’ 
performance. It is more important to firms on a B2B 
platform than traditional firms. Both legitimacy and 
reputation plays a moderator role in this process; the 
better corporate legitimacy and reputation are, the 
stronger this influence is. 
Keywords: competitive aggressiveness; reputation; 
legitimacy; performance 
 
1. Introductions 
Since e-commerce arose in the 1990s, it has been ac-
cepted and promoted by more and more traditional 
companies because of its convenience and low cost. 
With the rapid development of Internet, e-commerce 
platform develops quickly, and the B2B model has 
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been widely accepted and applied. Therefore, a large 
number of new SMEs on B2B platforms appear [1]. A 
B2B environment is quite different from traditional 
business, and the different game rules lead to serious 
obstacles to the growth of SMEs. So, a majority of 
new ventures created in the B2B environment grow 
slowly and have a short life cycle. There are some 
other new ventures developing quickly. They make 
full use of the Internet and apply the concept of 
e-commerce to business operations successfully. As a 
consequence, their business efficiency improved, and 
their competitiveness was enhanced. In a word, the 
emergence of e-commerce has deeply affected the 
SMEs’ growth, and it is important for SMEs to study 
how to survive and grow on B2B platforms. 
At present, there have been a lot of researches 
about traditional enterprises’ growth. Some mature 
theories were proposed about entrepreneurial orienta-
tion, legitimacy and performance. Lumpkin and Dess 
pointed that entrepreneurial orientation consisted of 
five parts: autonomy, innovativeness, risk-taking, 
proactiveness, and competitive aggressiveness. Some 
scholars proved that proactiveness was closely related 
to a company’s growth. High proactiveness helps the 
company to obtain first-mover advantage. Thus, it 
can obtain a better performance. While the institu-
tional theory suggests that companies with high 
proactiveness are likely to face legality obstacles. 
Actually, the traditional theory may not apply to 
SMEs on B2B platforms, because SMEs on B2B 
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platforms are special. Firstly, the enterprises on B2B 
platforms are very easy to set up, resulting in greater 
competition, so the impact of competitive aggres-
siveness is more obvious. The relationship between 
competitive aggressiveness and performance is rarely 
involved in the existing researches. Secondly, on B2B 
platforms, buyers can obtain less information about 
the products and sellers than traditional face-to-face 
trade, so that they urgently require more specific in-
formation of the transaction environment. This means 
the impact of legitimacy on performance has become 
pivotal. Thirdly, the particularity of e-commerce 
makes an enterprise’s reputation become closely re-
lated to the success of the transaction, because repu-
tation is a prerequisite for the transaction. As has been 
pointed, reputation can guarantee the success of the 
transaction in a space-time point without face-to-face. 
On the contrary, if the buyers and sellers do not trust 
each other, no transactions can be achieved except 
real-time transactions in a space-time point [2]. 
Given the particularity of the SMEs on B2B 
platforms, this article is going to study the growth of 
these SMEs from the following four aspects: compet-
itive aggressiveness, legitimacy, reputation and en-
terprise performance. The research model is proposed 
as Figure 1. 
 
 
Figure 1.  Research Model 
 
2. Literature Review 
2.1 Entrepreneurial Orientation and Competitive 
Aggressiveness 
In the 1970s, scholars in strategy management field 
started to study on the entrepreneurial orientation [3]. 
Miller (1983) argued that entrepreneurship could be 
explained as the process by which organizations renew 
themselves and their markets by pioneering, innova-
tion, and risk taking [4]. Lumpkin and Dess (1996) 
hold the idea that the essence of entrepreneurship is 
new entry, which can be accomplished by entering 
new or established markets with new or existing goods 
or services [5]. Then they pointed out that the entre-
preneurial orientation refers to the processes, practices, 
and decision-making activities that lead to new entry. 
Knight (1997) thought the entrepreneurship or entre-
preneurial orientation is a characteristic attitude and a 
series of behavior and process of organizations [6]. 
What’s more, the entrepreneurial orientation can 
also be regarded as an enterprise-level strategic deci-
sion-making process through which enterprises 
achieve organizational goals and create competitive 
advantage. And this view has been generally recog-
nized by the academia [7]. 
Above all, we think the entrepreneurial orienta-
tion is a kind of strategy making process on the in-
ternet platform where e-business companies run their 
business. During this process, the e-business enter-
prises achieve their goals and create competitive ad-
vantage. In addition, the intention and behavior of 
Entrepreneurial 
Orientation 
Legitimacy
Reputation 
Performance 
Control Variables 
Size 
Age 
Member 
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key persons who create the business are of great im-
portance to this process.  
In order to get precise measurements of entre-
preneurial orientation, its dimension must be defined 
reasonably, while there is some debate about it. 
Mintzberg (1973) suggested adaptive, entrepreneurial, 
and planning modes of strategy making [8]. Miller 
(1983) suggested innovativeness, risk-taking and 
proactiveness, which is widely accepted. Among the 
dimensions, innovativeness means companies en-
courage new ideas and practice that are likely to 
create new products, service or techniques. And 
risk-taking means that companies are interested in 
assuming liability, promising large scale of resource 
and obtaining high return by seizing opportunity in 
market. Proactiveness means rapid innovation and 
quick introduction of a product or service to the mar-
ket. 
Lumpkin and Dess (1996) developed the three 
dimensions of entrepreneurial orientation to five: au-
tonomy, innovativeness, risk-taking, proactiveness 
and competitive aggressiveness. Autonomy means 
individuals or groups come up with new ideas or vi-
sion and try to put them into effect autonomously. 
Competitive aggressiveness means that companies 
challenge competitors directly and frequently on the 
purpose of entering a certain market or improving 
present position. 
Entrepreneurial enterprises usually pay much at-
tention to opportunities and threats in the external 
environment, which is closely related to the existence 
and development of a company. In some early re-
search, scholars put forward some behavior about the 
diversity of competitive aggressiveness and how 
companies react to those opportunities and threats 
during their entrepreneurial process. MacMillan 
(1983) discussed how the preemptive strategies and 
competitive initiative work when a company occupies 
an advantageous position [9]; Kotler and Singh (1981) 
described the Marketing warfare tactics [10]. Lie-
berman and Montgomery (1988) developed some 
typical methods used for companies to attain compet-
itive advantage, such as being “first mover” [11]. 
However, these scholars left out the competitive ag-
gressiveness as one dimension of entrepreneurial 
orientation. 
Miller (1983) pointed out that entrepreneurial 
enterprises pay much attention to the innovation of 
product market, taking risk, and putting forward fore-
sighted innovation to beat competitors. According to 
this theory, competitive aggressiveness was put for-
ward. Then Lumpkin and Dess (1996) applied this 
dimension to measure the reaction of a company in 
front of threats, and regarded competitive aggres-
siveness as a supplement of elements of entrepre-
neurial orientation. 
Chen Linfen (2007) defined competitive aggres-
siveness as a degree that a company exceeds its com-
petitor, that is, an aggressive attitude to the behavior 
of its competitors [12]. Covin and Slevin considered 
that proactiveness and competitive aggressiveness are 
equal. Knight (1997) stated that the proactiveness is 
to be more aggressive to face competitors, so the 
proactiveness here is similar to the competitive ag-
gressiveness. However, Lumpkin and Dess (2001) 
pointed out in Linking two dimensions of entrepre-
neurial orientation to firm performance that the dif-
ferences between proactiveness and competitive ag-
gressiveness cannot be left out and they are indepen-
dent and not covariant based on the data of 94 com-
panies in 13 industries, therefore they cannot become 
one [13]. Consequently, Yang Yuli pointed out in Re-
search on entrepreneurial orientation of New Enter-
prise that the proactiveness describes the active reac-
tion of companies to opportunities, while the compet-
itive aggressiveness stresses on the passive action to 
threats [14]. The former is how to strive for future 
market with potential competitors, and the latter is 
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how to strive for the present market. 
In conclusion, we define the competitive aggres-
siveness as a degree measuring the attitude to oppor-
tunities and threats, in other words the reaction to the 
competition from present competitors. While on the 
platform of the internet, performance and criterion of 
competitive aggressiveness enormously change. 
Marketing and purchasing of traditional companies 
rely on people (salesman and buyer for example), and 
source of cost is diverse. However, in terms of inter-
net, information is more transparent and cost is more 
or less the same among different enterprises. Suc-
cessful trade depends on operations on the platform 
of internet. The competition transfers from reality 
into virtual world, the internet. The information, at 
the same time the background and metrics of the rela-
tionship of competitive aggressiveness and perfor-
mance has changed. So for the development of a new 
company, it is meaningful to explore whether we can 
improve performance by enhancing the competitive 
aggressiveness. 
 
2.2 Legitimacy 
Legitimacy is a core concept of the institutional-
ism. Max Webber is one of the scholars first to pro-
pose the concept of legitimacy. When discussing the 
bureaucratic administrative activities, Weber pro-
posed the concept of organizational legitimacy, 
namely, organizational activities staying consistent 
with the mandatory rules and the structure. After 
Weber, many scholars did in-depth researches about 
legitimacy from organizational and management 
perspectives. After that, the so-called new institutio-
nalism in the organization and management studies 
gradually formed [15]. 
New institutionalism develops the concept of le-
gitimacy, extending it to the general organizational 
systems from the power system and highlighting the 
social cognition system. It argues that because of the 
limited rationality and the law of environmental un-
certainty in decision-making, it is difficult to directly 
determine the value and acceptability of the organiza-
tion, so people often judge the organizational legiti-
macy according to the consistency of organization 
and system. 
The existing system constrains the behavior of 
new enterprises, making the system itself become the 
legitimacy constraints for new enterprises. About le-
gitimacy constraints, scholars have different divi-
sions. 
Aldrich & Fiol (1994) took the lead in dividing 
legitimacy into social and political legitimacy and 
cognitive legitimacy. The social and political legiti-
macy includes the recognition from key stakeholders 
and government  officials that enterprises’ behaviors 
and forms are consistent with laws, rules and norms; 
the cognitive legitimacy includes the extent to which 
the enterprises has been accepted by public, which is 
determined primarily by  the external world’s  un-
derstanding about the enterprise’s knowledge[16]. 
Suchman (1995) proposed three kinds of legiti-
macy: pragmatic legitimacy, moral legitimacy and 
cognitive legitimacy. Pragmatic legitimacy comes 
from the self-interested consideration of stakeholders, 
which is the reason for their support to the organiza-
tion’s policies. Accordingly, the enterprises should 
show their credibility and concern with the interests 
of stakeholders. Moral legitimacy arises from that the 
enterprises should do right things. Cognitive legiti-
macy constraints derive from the community’s as-
sumption about what the organization should be.  
At present, the division of Scott is widely recog-
nized, which divided the legitimacy constraints into 
regulative legitimacy, normative legitimacy and cog-
nitive legitimacy. First, the regulative legitimacy in-
cludes not only government regulation, but also rules 
and standards created by a variety of credit associa-
tions, professional groups and leading organizations. 
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For example, new enterprises can obtain consumers’ 
recognition by getting quality certification. Second, 
the normative legitimacy constraints root in social 
norms and values or a level of social environment of 
new enterprises. For instance, new enterprises on the 
internet can win the trust of customers by joining the 
security system on B2B platforms. At last, the cogni-
tive legitimacy constraints result from the widely held 
public beliefs and assumptions taken for granted, and 
the belief system disseminated by knowledge group, 
etc [17]. 
At a certain stage, system/social structure, norms, 
values, beliefs and the framework of definition are 
stable. So, people will make the general perception or 
assumption about the appropriateness, fitness and 
desirability of organizational activities according to 
the institutions, namely, the level of the legitimacy 
[18].Organizations should concern about the institu-
tional viewpoints of resource holders who are critical 
to the organizations’ reputation and viability, and take 
the initiative to get legalized instead of being pas-
sively obedient to obtain legitimacy [19]. Legitimacy 
is useful for new enterprises to get access to resources 
for growth. Furthermore, legitimacy itself is a key 
resource for a new enterprise’s growth and is benefi-
cial for enterprises to obtain other required resources 
[20]. 
In summary, new enterprises should take lega-
lizing actions to get a clear idea of the social defini-
tion of corporate identity and meet the legitimacy 
requirements of the stakeholders. New SMEs on the 
B2B platform may face a higher legitimacy threshold 
than traditional enterprises in the traditional context. 
The latter can show their strength by displaying 
business entity in order to obtain the recognition of 
stakeholders. But in the B2B environment, since en-
terprises’ stakeholders can not directly investigate the 
enterprise and its products, their acceptance of enter-
prise largely depends on the information about the 
enterprise provided on the internet. Compared with 
SMEs’ self-descriptions, people are more likely to 
believe the B2B platform’s description and evaluation 
of the enterprises. Therefore, the norms on 
e-commerce platform provide a channel for SMEs to 
get the trust of stakeholders. Concretely speaking, the 
SMEs do what norms ask, and then the platform pro-
vides some recognition to the enterprise so that it 
enables the enterprises to gain normal legitimacy. 
When the norms on e-commerce platform are widely 
recognized, SMEs should actively comply with the 
rules to get legitimacy recognition and support from 
stakeholders. 
 
2.3 Reputation 
Reputation is a comprehensive judgment and 
assessment of various economic organizations’ credi-
bility and ability to fulfill their commitment. Fom-
brun (1996) described corporate reputation as an 
overall reflection of its past behavior and results， 
which shows its ability to create value for stakehold-
ers [21]. Caves and Porter (1977) proposed that ex-
cellent corporate reputation is not only an intangible 
asset, but also a strategic competitive advantage to 
improve long-term profitability [22]. 
Williamson in modern institutional economics 
presented that people are born with opportunism. 
Since the individual doesn’t have exact knowledge of 
when and where opportunism will take place, he has 
to take protective measures to keep its hazards away. 
Opportunism has made transaction process consume 
more resources.  However, reputation makes it easy 
for all participations to get access to resources with 
low cost and acquire the surplus without any resource 
allocated in the contract and execution, which cannot 
get through contract originally due to the presence of 
information costs. 
During an online transaction, it’s difficult for 
buyers and sellers to meet each other, so buyers will 
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have no choice but to rely on the description about 
goods given by the other side, which further increases 
the information asymmetry and highlights the role of 
reputation. Zhang Weiying (2001) considered reputa-
tion as a lower-cost mechanism instead of law to 
guarantee transactions in some cases, especially in the 
field beyond the law [23]. Taking Taobao.com as an 
example, Li Weian and Wu Desheng (2007) empha-
sized the role of personal and collective reputation in 
the governance of transactions when the legal system 
and social credit system are absent, indicting private 
order can be an alternative of public order [24]. Based 
on the online transaction data, Yang Juzheng, Zhang 
Weiying and Zhou Li’an (2008) suggested reputation 
can substitute surveillance to a certain extent [25]. 
They hold that large enough future benefits are 
needed as an incentive to maintain the cooperation 
when short-term breach of contract cannot be timely 
punished for the absence of favorable surveillance, 
hence reputation will become more necessary. 
In conclusion, reputation is actually a comple-
mentation and alternative of formal institutions. It can 
reduce buyers’ expectation about sellers’ opportunism 
and transaction cost brought about by the information 
asymmetry. 
 
3. Hypotheses 
3.1 Competitive aggressiveness and performance 
Competitive aggressiveness is closely related to en-
terprises’ performance. On one hand, competitive 
aggressiveness is a response to threats. Companies 
focus on the interaction of both competitors and the 
market, manifested as participating in the competition 
decisively and effectively. Therefore, they tend to 
directly response to competitors in the form of a 
face-to-face way, in attempting to destroy the com-
petitors. On the other hand, competitive aggressive-
ness can be regarded as the tendency of taking 
non-traditional competitive means to consolidate the 
market status. Ventures often take non-traditional 
tactics to challenge the market leader, analyze the 
target opponent's weaknesses and develop high val-
ue-added products. In addition, the findings of Jeffrey 
G. Covin and Teresa Joyce Covin (1990) showed that 
in a hostile and competitive environment, companies 
with high performance often show a positively ag-
gressive orientation, while the poor performers tend to 
be more passive. 
 In fact, the theory above also works when it 
comes to companies on B2B platforms. Generally, 
companies with high competitive aggressiveness are 
often able to give competitors a serious blow, because 
it is vital for new entrants to compete with a positive 
attitude and a strong competitive behavior [26]. To 
gain a certain market share, they will take proactive 
means to compete with their competitors in all as-
pects. Otherwise, the new ventures can fail easily. 
Companies with strong competitive aggressiveness 
don’t take conservative and enduring strategies, but to 
make use of their strengths to launch an active offen-
sive to their opponents, so that they can capture the 
market share. In order to achieve this purpose, the 
enterprises have to pay close attention to market 
changes, and quickly solve problems about the opera-
tion and management of enterprises. With the prob-
lems solved, they will have good performance. Ac-
cording to the discussion above, this study hypothe-
sizes: 
H1: The competitive aggressiveness is positively 
related to the performance of SMEs in a B2B envi-
ronment. 
 
3.2 Moderating effect of legitimacy 
Studies based on institutional and organizational 
relations find the legitimacy constraints rather than 
internal coordination and management factors is the 
main reason for liability of newness and a high mor-
tality rate of new enterprises. Aldrich & Fiol (1994) 
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pointed out that many enterprises failed not because 
of the lack of market potential, but for the legitimacy 
issues such as failure to establish a relationship of 
trust with stakeholders, deal with competitive indus-
try successfully and acquire institutional support, etc. 
The essence of growth of new enterprise is the 
process to embed system through choosing legitimiz-
ing strategy, overcoming the legitimacy threshold, 
and attaining resources. 
As new entrants with high proactiveness in the 
market, new enterprises on the internet face higher 
legitimacy barriers than existing competitors in their 
field. High competitive aggressiveness reflects the 
strong desire for growth, however, if the enterprises 
fail to obtain legitimacy recognition and support from 
stakeholders, they can get little resource due to the 
lack of credibility and reliability and the higher com-
petitive aggressiveness cannot be effectively trans-
formed into a better performance.  Enterprises with 
legitimacy will have an obvious competitive advan-
tage compared with others since the legitimacy itself 
is a key resource for the growth of a new enterprise, 
even greater than capital, human resources, customer 
wishes, technology, network, etc, and it can help en-
terprises to obtain the other required resources as 
well. 
Legitimizing provides an important foundation 
for new enterprises to get additional resources, and it 
also effectively affect new enterprises’ resource inte-
gration and the transformation from competitive ag-
gressiveness to performance. Accordingly, we pro-
pose the following assumption: 
H2.1: For SMEs with higher legitimacy in a 
B2B environment, the competitive aggressiveness has 
a stronger influence on business performance. 
 
3.3 Moderating effect of reputation 
In the study about online auctions, Zhou Li’an 
and Zhang Weiying (2006) found that the evaluation 
of seller’s reputation has a significant positive influ-
ence on the probability of successful auctions [27]. 
Based on the analysis of data from Taobao.com, 
Zhang Xianfeng (2009) also stressed the importance 
of reputation to promote selling probability and quan-
tity [28]. These studies mostly focus on direct im-
pacts of reputation on online-business performance, 
neglecting indirect effects. 
Besides, some scholars focus on the moderator 
role of enterprise resources when they study the rela-
tionship between entrepreneurial orientation and per-
formance. Wiklund and Shepherd (2005) investigated 
the moderation of financial resources and pointed out 
that an appropriate matching and interaction of entre-
preneurial orientation, financial resources and envi-
ronmental dynamics could affect the performance 
[29]. Chow (2006) found that human resource, espe-
cially the level of employees’ education, also mod-
erates the relationship between entrepreneurial orien-
tation and performance [30]. Taking reputation as a 
strategic corporate resource like human resource and 
finance, this study conjectures its moderator role in 
the relationship between competitive aggressiveness 
and performance. 
Meanwhile, the completion of transaction is at-
tributed to both buyers’ and sellers’ intention to con-
tact and transact. Any unilateral action can’t reach a 
successful trade. In a B2B environment, enterprises 
with aggressiveness aim to provide service to cus-
tomers in a timely manner, and take the initiative to 
establish relationship with customers. However, 
whether this competitive aggressiveness could im-
prove performance or not depends on the customers’ 
willingness and behavior to contact the sellers. Dur-
ing this process, enterprises with better reputation 
could appeal to more customers and then complete 
the two-way link and final deal. On the contrary, 
those less reputable companies, even equipped with 
competitive aggressiveness, find it hard to attract 
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customers since they have left a bad impression, 
which makes them unable to encourage customers to 
patronize. In accordance with above discussions, this 
study proposes a hypothesis that: 
H2.2: For SMEs with better reputation in a B2B 
environment, competitive aggressiveness has a 
stronger influence on business performance. 
 
4. Data and variables 
4.1 Sample selection and data collection 
This research investigates the SMEs on B2B platforms, 
so we selected Alibaba.com which is the biggest B2B 
platform in China. The data were directly extracted 
from data warehouse of Alibaba.com. We randomly 
selected 200 member enterprises and 200 non-member 
enterprises for study. The results show that the cor-
porate average registration age was 2.14 years, the 
average registered capital was 3.379 million Yuan and 
the average number of employees was 4.16. 
 
4.2 Competitive Aggressiveness 
Competitive aggressiveness is the response to 
threats. Enterprises focus on the interaction of both 
competitors and the market, manifested as participat-
ing in the competition decisively and effectively. 
Generally, on B2B platforms, companies with high 
competitive aggressiveness actively participate in the 
competition, and their business operations on the 
platform will be more frequent, for example, releas-
ing the transaction information more frequently. So 
how often and how long companies operate on B2B 
platforms can reflect their competitive aggressiveness 
to some degree. Therefore, this study selects log in 
time length and log in frequency on B2B platforms to 
measure competitive aggressiveness. Table 1 shows 
the result of exploratory factor analysis of competi-
tive aggressiveness. We can see the KMO test value 
is 0.5, the Bartlett test of sphericity is 267.813 (P 
<0.01), and ANOVA cumulative contribution rate is 
90.609%. So the reliability of this result is relatively 
strong. Then, according to the results of factor analy-
sis, we can extract a factor, the competitive aggres-
siveness.  
 
4.3 Performance 
Based on the operating characteristics of B2B 
enterprises on the internet, this research selected the 
amount of exposure, clicks and feedback as the indi-
cators of corporate performance. The amount of ex-
posure and clicks mean how many times the enter-
prises’ products and information have been seen and 
clicked by buyers within specified time. The amount 
of feedbacks is the number of the inquiry of enter-
prise’s products information within the specified time 
and it is a statistics of buyers’ feedback which enter-
prises can get from the B2B platform. The larger the 
amounts of impressions, clicks and feedbacks are, the 
greater final trading volume is and the better perfor-
mance is. Table 2 shows the results of exploratory 
factor analysis on performance, and the KMO test 
value is 0.696,the Bartlett test of sphericity value is 
707.008(P<0.01), and ANOVA cumulative contribu-
tion rate is 80.87%. So the reliability of this result is 
strong. According to the results, we can extract a fac-
tor named performance.  
 
4.4 Reputation 
There are mainly two approaches to evaluate the 
reputation of online enterprises: professionals and 
customers. Firstly, some professionals collect infor-
mation, get directly involved in a number of online 
transactions and then make a judgment on 
e-commerce reputation based on various indicators 
with their expertise. Secondly, customers review, in-
cluding voting, scoring and leaving messages. Neither 
method can avoid subjectivity: the professionals may 
be driven by interest to speak highly of the sellers’ 
reputation on purpose; some sellers may attempt to 
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promote their reputation grade in improper ways, 
such as false information published online or a vote 
by anonymously registered internal staff or incited 
consumers. Therefore, neither of them can objectively 
reflect the real level of corporate reputation. 
TABLE I.  FACTOR ANALYSIS OF COMPETITIVE AGGRESSIVENESS 
Items Max Min Mean 
Value 
Standard 
Deviation
Factor 
Loading 
Reliability 
Coefficient
Log in Frequency 89 0 37.13 21.183 0.952 0.896 
Log in Time 36661.3 0 10539.146 8727.857 0.952 
TABLE II.  FACTOR ANALYSIS OF PERFORMANCE 
Items Max Min Mean 
Value 
Standard 
Deviation
Factor 
Loading 
Reliability 
Coefficient
Impressions 229621 0 7173.49 26514.982 0.902 0.881 
Clicks 13769 0 422.96 1494.717 0.938 
Feedbacks 542 0 20.44 46.819 0.855 
Resnick (2000) presented that a good reputation 
evaluating system must satisfy three basic conditions: 
to provide information for buyers to distinguish be-
tween sincere and insincere sellers; to motivate sel-
lers to be sincere; to punish the sellers’ insincerity 
[31]. Summarizing previous views, Dholakia (2005) 
also suggested that the score of reputation feedback 
system could play at least two roles: to help buyers 
recognize the difference between different sellers and 
make a choice; to predict, since the reputation score 
got from past transactions is the basis to determine 
whether future successful transactions can be reached 
or not [32]. 
This study selects the credibility index of online 
enterprises as a measure of corporate reputation. It is 
a third party evaluation of real corporate identity 
through business certificates, corporate door, office 
space, product display and honors, etc. Difference in 
scores is a clear distinction between sellers’ sincerity. 
Buyers can see the corporate credit history through 
the link to understand its historical transactions. A 
higher score can be an incentive to sellers since it 
means a front rank and a greater opportunity to make 
a deal. Therefore, the credibility index can be taken 
as a standard of corporate reputation for it meets the 
conditions of a good reputation evaluating system. 
 
4.5 Legitimacy 
This research selected whether a B2B enterprise 
joining the integrity security system and the amount 
of integrity security payment as a measure of the 
normal legitimacy of enterprises. Integrity security 
services are the sellers’ commitment to safeguard the 
interests of buyers in the transaction in the shape of 
security payments (or Ali Baba granting security 
payments) above 2,000 Yuan and signing the agree-
ment about integrity security service. Buyers trade 
through Ali Pay or the security contract, so they can 
be compensated preferentially according to the rules 
when the sellers do not meet commitments. Enter-
prises’ joining the integrity security by paying the 
integrity security payments reflects their efforts to get 
normal legitimacy by complying with the norms of 
e-commerce platform. By joining the integrity secu-
rity, enterprises obtain the normal legitimacy. 
 
4.6 Control Variables 
This research selected the number of employees, 
the registration year and whether the enterprise is a 
paid member as control variables. The number of 
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employees shows the enterprise’s size, and it may 
affect the level of service and the subjective evalua-
tion of customers to a certain extent. In the fierce 
competition, the enterprises with more employees 
generally have more strength and may have greater 
legitimacy and reputation [33].  
TABLE III.  CORRELATION COEFFICIENT MATRIX OF VARIABLES 
 
Mean 
Standard 
deviation 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 0.5 0.501 1 
2 2.34 1.367 .262** 1 
3 4.16 2.15 -0.008 0.021 1 
4 0 1 .142* 0.062 0.136 1 
5 34.7 48.247 0.049 .197** 0.089 .263** 1 
6 0.49 0.501 0.01 0.109 0.097 .160* .305** 1 
7 0 1 .226** 0.086 0.034 .395** .543** .275** 1 
Note: 1. number of employees, 2. years of registration, 3. paid members or not, 4. competitive aggressiveness, 5. 
reputation, 6. legitimacy, 7. performance; *means P < 0.10, ** means P <0.05, the same below. 
TABLE IV.  MODERATED REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF LEGITIMACY AND REPUTATION ON COMPETITIVE 
AGGRESSIVENESS AND PERFORMANCE 
 Dependent variable: performance 
 
Model 1 
Model 
2-1 
Model 
2-2 
Model 3-1 Model 3-2
Number of employees -0.017 -0.126 -0.124 0.042 -0.091 
Years of registration -0.067 0.035 0.021 0.033 0.033 
Paid members or not 0.165* -0.033 -0.021 0.28 0.038 
Competitive aggressiveness 0.424*** 0.412** 0.306** 0.324*** 
Legitimacy 0.185* 0.168 
Reputation 0.013*** 0.003 
Competitive aggressiveness* 
Legitimacy   
0.155** 
  
Competitive aggressiveness* 
Reputation     
0.507*** 
R square 0.025 0.143 0.156 0.39 0.466 
Adjusted R2 0.01 0.116 0.123 0.37 0.446 
R2 change 0.118*** 0.013*** 0.365*** 0.076*** 
F-value 1.674 5.160*** 4.727*** 19.907*** 22.587***
N, df 197, 3 154, 5 153, 6 156, 5 155, 6 
Note: *** means P <0.01. 
The registration year may be positively related 
to both legitimacy and reputation. Older organiza-
tions have established roles, a history of successful 
accomplishments, and are more deeply embedded in 
networks of economic and social relationships. 
Whether the enterprise is a paid member reflects 
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its efforts to get more trading opportunities. Paid 
members can get more information and also improve 
its recognition of stakeholders to some extent thus 
influencing the performance of the enterprise. 
 
5. Data analysis and results  
Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics, correlation 
coefficient matrix and AVEs of main variables. 
 
5.1 Competitive aggressiveness and performance 
The regression results in Table 4 shows a signif-
icant positive relationship between competitive ag-
gressiveness and performance (β = 0.424, P <0.01; β 
= 0.306, P <0.05, model 2-1, 3-1), largely supporting 
H1. This suggests that competitive aggressiveness of 
SMEs on a B2B platform can result in better perfor-
mance. In the fierce competition, enterprises with 
strong competitive aggressiveness won’t take a con-
servative strategy. On the contrary, they will compete 
effectively, launch an offensive to competitors in or-
der to capture more market share, respond quickly to 
the competitors’ action, identify the key resource ad-
vantages and solve problems in the operation, thus 
demonstrating good performance.  
 
5.2 Moderating effect of reputation and legitimacy 
As shown in the results, the interacted term of 
competitive aggressiveness and legality has a signifi-
cant positive effect on corporate performance 
(β=0.155, P<0.05, model 2-2), H2.1supported. This 
indicates that legitimacy plays a moderator role in the 
relationship between competitive aggressiveness and 
performance, and for enterprises with legitimacy, and 
competitive aggressiveness has more impact on their 
performance. So, it’s vital for SMEs to establish a 
good relationship with stakeholders and get norma-
tive legitimacy, which can help enterprises get critical 
resources in the transform from competitive aggres-
siveness to performance. 
Besides, the interacted term of competitive ag-
gressiveness and reputation also has a significant pos-
itive effect on corporate performance (β = 0.507, P 
<0.01, model 3-2), H2.2 supported. This indicates 
that reputation plays a moderator role in the relation-
ship between competitive aggressiveness and perfor-
mance, and for enterprises with better reputation, 
competitive aggressiveness has more impact on per-
formance. So, it’s also vital for SMEs to establish a 
good image among customers. 
 
6.  Conclusions 
In this research, we studied how legitimacy and 
reputation impact the relationship between the com-
petitive aggressiveness and performance of new en-
terprises on B2B platforms, proposed the conceptual 
model of the relationship of competitive aggressive-
ness, legitimacy and reputation, and carried out the 
empirical analysis by using the data warehouse of the 
e-commerce platform as a data source. Two conclu-
sions can be made from the results. First, in a B2B 
environment, the level of SMEs’ competitive aggres-
siveness plays an important role in the performance 
and growth of the enterprise. Second, the different 
level of the legitimacy or reputation causes different 
performance even if the enterprises have the same 
level of competitive aggressiveness. Both legitimacy 
and reputation have moderating effects on the rela-
tionship between competitive aggressiveness and 
performance.  
This research is a first step towards an analysis 
of the performance of SMEs on B2B platforms. Li-
mited by time and energy, the method of data acquisi-
tion is single, so that this research selected only one 
dimension of legitimacy without investigating the 
cognitive legitimacy and regulative legitimacy, which 
may affect the significance of associated findings. In 
order to deepen the results of this research, the me-
thod of data acquisition should be diverse.  Future 
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research could examine whether other dimensions of 
legitimacy have different impacts on the relationship 
between competitive aggressiveness and performance, 
and whether other dimensions of entrepreneurial 
orientation have a significant positive influence on 
SMEs’ performance on B2B platforms. 
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